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TransformingTHE SCIENCES 
BY JIM STEWART 
FURMAN EMBARKS ON A $50 MILLION PLAN TO EXPAND AND REFURBISH ITS SCIENCE FACILITIES. 
JOHN L. PLYLER HALL HAS BEEN THE HUB OF SCIENTIFIC 
EXPLORATION AT FURMAN FOR CLOSE TO 50 YEARS. 
The bui lding,  which opened in 1 958 and was completed, 
with the addition of north and south wings, in 1 966, is home 
for the departments of chemistry, biology, physics, and earth 
and environmental sciences (formerly geology). But whi le 
Plyler Hall has remained essentially unchanged both externally 
and internally through the years, 
the faculty and programs i n  
t h e  sciences have expanded 
dramatically. 
As the n umber of students and 
professors using the bui lding has 
increased fourfold since the early 
1 960s, so too has the need for 
i mproved laboratory and class­
room space, more areas designed 
for collaborative research and 
interdisciplinary exploration, 
and an updating and upgrading 
of the facility to keep it i n  l ine 
with ongoing advances in science 
instruction and technology -
and with other colleges and 
universities with which Furman 
competes for students and faculty. 
The sciences at Furman are 
ready for a transformation. And 
the university is prepared to act 
- in a big way. 
At its fall 2004 meeting, the 
board of trustees authorized plans 
to proceed with a far-reaching,  
$50 mi l l ion expansion and renova­
tion of the science facilities. The 
complex wil l  feature two new halls 
and a completely revitalized Plyler 
Hall .  In all, the four departments 
in the natural sciences will each 
enjoy an almost 50 percent 
increase in laboratory, classroom 
and office space. When completed, 
the new science complex wil l  total 
1 1 3,405 net square feet. 
Says Tom Kazee, vice president 
for academic affairs and dean, 
"The two new science halls and 
the renovation of Plyler Hall are 
Furman's top physical plant prior­
ities. Our science departments 
have earned a reputation for out­
standing teaching and under­
graduate research programs. 
These building plans reflect our desire to strengthen our work 
in the sciences by equipping and endowing exemplary under­
graduate faci l ities that wil l  promote col laborative learning,  
teaching and student-faculty scholarship." 
Furman anticipates construction to begin on the new complex 
in June 2006. It will not start, however, until 90 percent of the 
voluntary pledges, gifts and grants are in place and 33 percent 
of the funds have been received. The estimated $50 mi l l ion 
cost wil l  incl ude a $6 mi l l ion maintenance endowment for the 
faci l ities. 
Both phases of construction are expected to take 18 months, 
with an anticipated completion date of spring 2009. To develop 
the prel iminary design, Furman has worked with Ballinger, a 
Philadelphia-based architectural and engineering firm. A Science 
Advisory Board, chaired by trustee Carl Kohrt '65 and consist­
ing of leading alumni and friends, has provided guidance and 
counsel throughout the planning process while helping the 
university locate potential resources for the project. 
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The upgrade of the science complex is scheduled to take place 
in two phases. 
In the first phase, two new two-story halls will be built, 
extending from the west side of Plyler toward Richard W. Ri ley 
Hall ,  home for computer science and mathematics. The north 
hall  (closest to Furman Hall) wil l  provide the entrance to the 
science complex and have a connecting bridge to the second 
story of Ri ley. The bridge will represent both a physical and 
symbolic l ink between the natural sciences and computer 
science and mathematics, areas that are becoming increasingly 
interdependent. 
Also during the first phase, the north section of Plyler Hall 
will  be renovated and much of the building's rear walkway wi l l  
be enclosed to provide space for a concourse and an 80-seat 
auditorium. Plans call  for the concourse to have a large glass 
wall opening onto a teaching quadrangle. When construction 
is complete, this feature will allow passers-by to observe 
science in action in research labs and workrooms, and also 
to enjoy the view of the external courtyard and gathering area. 
During the second phase of construction, the central and 
south ends of Plyler will be transformed. Classroom, laboratory 
and office space will  be reconfigured, and an expanded science 
l ibrary will be added at the front of the building, echoing the 
look of the new auditorium at the back. 
As in the current Plyler Hall setup, the chemistry and biology 
departments wil l  occupy the central and south ends of the 
complex, although they wil l  swap floors, with chemistry moving 
upstairs and biology down. Physics and earth and environ­
mental sciences wil l  still be located upstairs and downstairs, 
respectively, in the north end. The Plyler basement wi l l  also 
be reworked to add laboratories, classrooms and storage space. 
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This page: The science project's 
"shepherd," Ken Sargent '62, ready 
for action; the view to the east from 
the "bubble on the front." Opposite: 
Aerial perspective of the planned 
complex, with the two new halls 
in the foreground. Previous page: 
Rendering of the proposed concourse. 
Joe Pollard, chair of biology, praises the collaborative 
opportunities the new and renovated spaces wi l l  offer. For 
example, the biology department's plant ecology lab wil l  be 
located near the EES water analysis lab, since the two areas 
often overlap. Clustering labs in this way wil l  provide easier 
access for all departments, both to share commonly used 
instruments and to collaborate on mutual projects. As Pollard 
points out, "Interfaces like this will further the existing inter­
discipl inary efforts in such areas as biogeochemistry and 
watershed studies." 
The "clustering" idea was the top recommendation for 
the new faci l ity from the Science Advisory Board. 
Another highl ight of the new complex will be the l ibrary, 
which wi l l  include a feature dubbed the "bubble on the front." 
Science faculty members are especially excited about the bub­
ble's possibi l ities; Lon Knight, chair of the chemistry department, 
predicts, "It will serve as a national model for other institutions. 
" I  call it our Interdiscipl inary Interaction Zone," he says. 
" I t  will  be a place where computers and recent science journals 
are readi ly avai lable, but rather than being a deadly quiet place 
devoid of l ife and passion, faculty and students from al l  disci­
pl ines wil l  be able to enter and celebrate science and find folks 
eager to brainstorm about new ideas, interdiscipl inary grant 
strategies and the creation of new lab projects. My hope is that, 
when you enter the bubble, your gears will be set in the 'engage 
and interact' mode." 
In  terms of faculty, equipment and reputation, Furman's programs 
in the sciences are arguably second to none. Their emphasis 
on original research by student-faculty teams has for years led 
to the publication of joint student-faculty papers i n  refereed 
journals and student presentations at regional and national 
scientific conferences. 
The chemistry program has long been recognized nationally 
as a trend-setter in this area, and the efforts of faculty and 
students i n  al l  the sciences was a major factor in Furman's 
recent mention in U.S. News & World Report as one of the 
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top four institutions for undergraduate research in the nation, 
behi nd only M ichigan, Stanford and M IT. Students and faculty 
in each department consistently receive grants from the National 
Science Foundation, National Institutes of Health and other 
organizations to support summer research, equipment pur­
chases and other projects. 
The new science complex wil l  give Furman faci l ities to match 
its programs. While providing state-of-the-art laboratories and 
classrooms (complete with multimedia capabilities and flexible 
seating), the complex wil l  further expand col laborative oppor­
tunities for students and faculty. 
Biology chair Pollard says, "Many of our faculty simply don't 
have research labs at the present time. All of us are active i n  
research, but most o f  t h e  research w e  do with students takes 
place in teaching labs on an 'as-available' basis. That effectively 
makes research a summer activity and excl udes students who 
can't be here in the summer. 
" I n  the new complex, research space wil l  allow our faculty 
and students to be active researchers throughout the year and 
to seamlessly blend the classroom experience and the research 
experience, which is the essence of engaged learn i ng."  
As an example, Bi l l  Baker, chair of  the physics department, 
points out that the amount of space avai lable for courses 
in computational physics and for simulations wil l  triple, thus 
strengthening both student comprehension and research oppor­
tunities. The building improvements wi l l  also allow the depart­
ment to add new instruments, such as a hel iostat (for studies 
of the sun), and to expand its developing programs i n  optics 
research and other areas. 
Additional features of the bui lding wil l  include: 
• Common areas (both academic and social space) that 
wi l l  encourage col laboration across discipl ines. 
• Laboratories designated specifically for industrial 
research and special projects with local industry, a rapidly 
expanding outreach aspect of the science program. 
• A new HVAC system to provide proper ventilation, 
temperature and humidity controls - all essential for individual 
comfort and for the protection and preservation of valuable 
equipment. Sensitive instruments require more reliable humidity 
and temperature controls than currently exist in Plyler. 
• An aesthetically pleasing new environment that should 
help attract top student and faculty talent. 
In  keeping with Furman's commitment to sustainabil ity, 
the science complex wil l  be designed to achieve LEED (Lead­
ership in Energy and Environmental Design) certification from 
the U.S. Green Bui lding Council ,  which rates bui ldings based 
on the number of environmentally friendly features they include. 
As Bi l l  Ranson, chair of the Department of Earth and Envi­
ronmental Sciences, says, "We will be able to use this more 
environmentally stable facility as a pedagogical tool." Speci­
fically, he points to such planned features as thermal solar panels, 
dayl ighting, and an energy efficient heating and cooling system 
with an energy recovery wheel. By studying the building's energy 
use, sustainability processes and systems, and by examining 
the environmental impact of the science complex, students wil l  
observe firsthand the benefits of conservation and sustainable 
growth practices. 
Furman probably could not have chosen a more appropriate 
"shepherd" - that's his official title - for this project than 
Ken Sargent, professor of earth and environme.ntal sciences. 
As a 1 962 alumnus who majored i n  chemistry, he took 
classes in Plyler Hall when it was in its infancy. When he returned 
to teach geology in 1 968, the north and south wings had been 
completed only two years before. Having taught at Furman for 
37 years, he has extensive knowledge of how the four science 
departments operate. 
After this year, Sargent wil l  rel inquish h is teaching duties 
to coordinate the building's planning and construction. He wil l  
serve as ombudsman and sounding board for the architects 
and the departments, interpreting the needs of each to the 
other and, when necessary, explaining what can and can't 
be done. 
Once construction starts, it wi l l  be his job to keep tabs 
on everything - "down to where and how many wall outlets 
are needed in a room," he says. "I pretty much have to have 
the entire place memorized." 
Sargent actually headed a committee formed in the late 
1 980s to investigate renovating Plyler Hall .  In itial ly, he says, 
the estimate came to $2 or $3 m i l l ion. Later, when the idea 
of adding a wing was proposed, the estimates rose closer 
to $10 mi l l ion. 
Now, he's the point man for a $50 mi l l ion project. As the 
l iaison between the two "camps," he has helped to synthesize 
ideas and nurture the atmosphere of collegiality and mutual 
respect that has marked the planning process. 
Whi le the design of the new science complex will l ikely 
undergo further tweaking over the next year, the initial planning 
is complete and most of the specifics have been determined. 
Now the off-campus work begins, as the university seeks 
leadership g ifts and donations from alumni,  parents and 
friends to support the project. 
The academic departments have reached consensus about 
the kind of science program they want. They have demonstrated 
a commitment to working together to bui ld a facility that satisfies 
their needs and is flexible enough to meet the requirements 
of future students and professors. 
Their ultimate goal is to have a science complex and an 
interdiscipl inary program that wil l  be a national model for under­
graduate instruction - while providing tangible evidence of 
the excellence in science education that is possible in a l iberal 
arts institution. 
For additional information on the science project and 
the giving opportunities available, contact Don Lineback, 
vice president for development, at (864) 294-2475, or by 
e-mail, don.lineback@furman.edu. 
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